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Copying is such an integral part of today’s digital media, much 
of it widely distributed on the Internet, and this may have 
something to do with the seeming increase in plagiarism. While 
the library may be the ideal source for students to gather in-
formation, most students are well acquainted with the Internet 
from their personal use and, sadly, the practices they develop 
there may conflict with the important and at times complex 
practices that define proper and improper copying within aca-
demic settings like the library. This paper takes a qualitative 
look at ownership, copyright, fair use, and plagiarism from the 
standpoint of the library to see if mistakes and misunderstand-
ing arising from casual Internet use may well lead to increased 
incidents of plagiarism. 
Introduction 
Copying, and digital copies in particular, are central to today’s information 
rich environment, a reality that through its many possibilities, can lead to or 
support plagiarism (Ma et al., 2008, p. 199). One cause said to explain the 
current seeming increase in plagiarism summarized by Selwyn (2008) was 
the intriguing idea that changes in our information environment such as “the 
structure and nature of the internet itself” (p. 466) make plagiarism inherent 
to that environment. Interestingly, Selwyn’s interpretations of his own data 
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do not suggest that the internet is necessarily causing new or different patterns of 
plagiarism amongst the student body or, indeed, that online sources constitute a 
necessarily ‘new’ form of plagiarism. (p. 476) 
Much has been written about plagiarism, its changing definition, its pro-
liferation, technological means to combat it, and even its moral or psychic 
underpinnings, some of it leading to conflicting views. It is not possible to 
offer a comprehensive examination of all these items here, as even just a 
comprehensive view of plagiarism could fill a book. Related issues like copy-
right infringement and Creative Commons licensing are similarly large top-
ics. 
Instead this paper will explore, through an ethical enquiry, in a qualitative 
manner, issues that have made copying a normal, value-free experience in 
our information environment, an issue that has led to a seeming increase in 
academic plagiarism in the U.S. In fact, one aspect of this value-free aspect 
of copying and digital media is addressed by Guindon (2006), who noted that 
“by accessing a Web page you are actually making multiple copies of it on 
your computer” (p. 164). While such copying is indeed neutral, problems 
might arise when this ease of copying found online or in digital media comes 
to support plagiarism. 
The library should be the nexus between students and information, but 
students have developed their own ideas and practices regarding online in-
formation before they ever enter a college or university library, often with 
little concern for ownership or citation. In academia, plagiarism usually refers 
to the conscious use of someone else’s ideas, writing, or research as one’s 
own; to avoid this problem, proper citation is vital to academic use in the 
library and within academia in general. Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary 
defines the verb plagiarize as “to steal and pass off (the ideas or words of 
another) as one’s own: use (another’s production) without crediting the 
source.” Sadly, in my experience as an educator, many students do not share 
the concerns of the educators they must work with on the matter of proper 
citation and plagiarism, something Selywn (2008) and others have noted. For 
example, in Selwyn’s survey, fifty-nine percent of respondents admitted to 
plagiarism.  
As the work of a U.S.-based professor who educates school librarians, 
this paper will address matters like ownership, copyright, and the doctrine of 
fair use from the standpoint of a U.S. academic library. It will do so only as 
they might impact the act of plagiarism. In this area, though, I am indebted to 
a number of authors, in particular Pressman (2008). 
I teach online and rely on online resources heavily, and I wonder if that 
reliance on the Internet is why my students seem to need ever-more-explicit 
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instruction about the very basics of citation and plagiarism. My students often 
treat media or information that is freely available and free of cost to them 
online as if it is free of restrictions on how they can use it, a trend previously 
noted by Deborah R. Gerhardt, who wrote: 
A student may understandably assume that anything available for free is not 
owned by anyone, and therefore, may be freely used. (2006, p. 6) 
Information or media is usually sponsored or paid for in a variety of ways 
(see, e.g., Kaser, 2000). Information is often owned or governed by copyright 
law; rules and practices must govern its use. Even in the case of sources like 
Wikipedia, where information is funded by the Wikimedia Foundation, ethi-
cal rules apply to information use in U.S. academic settings. All information 
created by an author or producer, regardless of where it comes from, even if 
it uses a Creative Commons license, must be cited. 
Although this seems simple, common misunderstandings about the proper 
way to use information occur. These misunderstandings can be distinct from 
a different idea, namely that the Internet and media or content on it should, in 
fact, be freer in terms of restrictions, if not utterly free of cost. This last un-
derstanding will be addressed very briefly in the last section of this paper, as 
it may have some interesting bearing on plagiarism as well. 
Between Academic Rules and Free Information 
Two widely divergent views about information appear to bracket the discus-
sion on plagiarism. In education, plagiarism is often seen as a relatively clear-
ly defined problem that should also be easily and widely understood (Fish, 
2010). Of course even respected researchers or academics can be confused or 
even disagree on this matter, but one thing is certain. Proper citation and 
plagiarism are widely discussed issues that every academic must strive to 
understand. On the other side of the discussion on plagiarism is an evolving 
attitude related to the proliferation of information in digital form that seems 
to liberate information. This view finds a more extreme expression in the idea 
that the technological developments represented by the Internet should make 
information as free and unfettered as possible, an idea with as many variable 
meanings as might be found among the different exponents of the slogan 
“Information wants to be free” (Wikipedia, 2012). Neither general library 
practice nor the basic aims of copyright would allow one to dismiss either 
side of this debate completely. Instead, a balance between a basic respect for 
authors and ownership and the need of the public to have access to infor-
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mation should inform both library and copyright practices. But this is speak-
ing in very general terms. 
To address plagiarism in the specific realm of education, I found Stanley 
Fish’s (2010) article very helpful. Fish wrote: 
And if you’re a student, plagiarism will seem to be an annoying guild imposition 
without a persuasive rationale (who cares?). 
For students, plagiarism may well affect only a small portion of their in-
formation use and then only in a moral sense, because as Fish noted, plagia-
rism is not a crime. While this is true, information misuse can be a legal mat-
ter. 
Distinctions between plagiarism and copyright misuse should be clear to 
education professionals. At least one would hope so, but it is not necessarily 
the case. There are indeed some reasons why many in academia might be 
confused. 
For example, in the U.S., proper citation involves naming authors or crea-
tors and publishers, and this can be seen as describing ownership. However, 
citation is not primarily about designating owners. Instead, citing authors or 
creators and publishers directs readers to the original source of the material 
borrowed, and that source of the material may not be the owner of the mate-
rial, an issue I will return to later. 
In addition, for proper citation, the date of publication is also required, 
and students are often taught by educators to find that date next to a copyright 
symbol. Again, in citation, the date is meant to refer to the date the expres-
sion was created. Using the copyright date does not necessarily refer to the 
very large legal matter of copyright itself. 
Citation practices like these, where ownership and copyright seem to be 
central, can be confusing for educators and even more confusing for students 
because, to reiterate, citation has a larger and slightly different aim than de-
scribing ownership and referring to copyright law. To summarize again, 
citation in the U.S. is primarily concerned with directing readers or viewers 
toward the source of borrowed expressions or ideas. I wonder if students 
always understand this basic aim as they try to keep track of authors, publish-
ers, and dates. 
If students might be confused at this juncture, it is important to remember 
that they already possess ideas about how to use online information. And as 
Pfannenstiel (2010) noted: 
Problems arise when students use their habitual or everyday online research and 
writing strategies to manage information in academic contexts. (pp. 41-42) 
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In that everyday online use, as Pfannestiel described, copying without 
emphasis on citation, plagiarism, or copyright infringement concerns seemed 
to be quite normal. Of course, this state of affairs is reversed in a U.S. aca-
demic setting. 
If students live in an information-rich world, one they access outside of 
academic confines, then plagiarism can be seen to affect only a small portion 
of that world. Furthermore, definitions of plagiarism can be difficult to sepa-
rate from ideas about ownership or copyright because of how citation is done, 
and this can lead to confusion. Finally, common information and media uses 
and practices where citation, plagiarism, and copyright infringement concerns 
do not play a central role have to be unlearned and then replaced by new 
norms for an academic setting. 
The next section explores information use in the library from a U.S. per-
spective to demonstrate an important point, namely that information use is a 
complex matter for scholars everywhere and national law and practice are 
only part of a complex equation. 
Library Information Use in the United States 
Even if students understand how the aims of citation differ from the broader 
and related issues of copyright and copyright infringement, that does not 
mean students understand all they need to know concerning these matters. 
There is a great deal more to know and it can be a challenge, even for infor-
mation professionals. Proper material use is vital to library professionals and 
this use involves understanding ownership, copyright, fair use, and more. 
Library professionals rely on a large body of information defining infor-
mation and media use from organizations like the American Library Associa-
tion (ALA) and its many sub-organizations and working groups. With the 
support of such entities, libraries and librarians then define proper use and 
even shifting or competing understandings on the meaning and aims of copy-
right protection in general. 
However, as already noted, for students in the U.S., the matter of copy-
right and ownership are related to plagiarism in that proper citation requires 
an author, a publisher, and a date. If we accept that a more casual relationship 
to information has become formative of today’s students, it follows that such 
students might approach information in the library in a more simple instru-
mental sense that might be summarized by the questions “Can I get what I 
need, can I take it with me, can I share it or use it, and if so, how?” Such 
questions are relevant to the library because at the heart of copyright are the 
seemingly conflicting needs of creators who have a right to benefit from their 
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work, and the general societal good of having knowledge widely available 
(Pressman, 2008). Ideally, all who use information in an educational setting 
and not just librarians, will understand the importance of a balance between 
these two apparently conflicting aims as the first step in using information 
legally and ethically. 
Ownership and Accessibility 
In U.S. libraries, the relationship of a user to library materials is also critical. 
Two issues stand out. First, libraries collect material that users may use, and 
within limits, copy for further personal, educational, or professional use, 
primarily through note taking, the use of copy machines, or via downloading 
and digital copying. Second, libraries must protect the copyrights of their 
materials not just to benefit the copyright holders and to protect themselves 
from being accused of legal wrongdoing, but also to help the general public 
for whom copyright is meant to ensure access to knowledge. This second 
issue may explain why 
[t]hough librarians know that information is anything but free, those who use li-
braries have come to believe that it is free. (Kaser, 2000) 
Returning briefly to the issue of copying, individual libraries find their 
own way in this matter with the help of larger organizational and supra-
institutional entities. In addition, libraries and librarians interpret the law and 
the agreements they sign covering the materials they purchase because the 
ability to make copies can also vary according to the copyright owner of the 
material. Of course, fair use understanding and practices also play a role here, 
something addressed more fully in the next section of this paper. From these 
various sources and understandings, some general guidelines emerge. Materi-
al use and copying in the library are meant strictly for those users who can 
access the library. It does not mean that the user owns the material and is then 
allowed to use the material in every way imaginable. 
This is the beginning of the problem with copyrights for many young us-
ers, particularly students. They associate using material with owning materi-
al, but this can be misleading when confronting intellectual property. 
[T]here is no such thing as ownership of ideas. Holders of copyrights own only 
specific expressions of their creations. Second, copyright is only a limited mo-
nopoly on reproduction. Works are protected for a certain duration, after which 
they become part of the public domain. Finally, when you purchase a book or a 
music CD, you become the actual owner of the product, the author (or the corpo-
ration that holds the rights) has very little to say about the way you use the work 
Do Easily Copied Internet Media in the Library Lead to Plagiarism? 137 
 
as long as you don’t try to reproduce it in flagrant infringement of the copyright 
laws. (Guindon, 2006, p. 160) 
Therefore, assuming one can go into a library, either virtually or in per-
son, then one can use the ideas found there. However, ownership of the ex-
pression of the ideas is protected and one cannot do certain things with the 
material from which one has learned unless the copyright has expired. To do 
so would be to act as if one had the rights referred to above, which includes 
the ability to take credit for, or to make money from the expression (the actu-
al word, images, and so on) made by the author or creator. In addition, 
Owning a copy of a work is different than owning the copyright to that work. A 
student who purchases a book has the right to lend it to a neighbor, display it on 
the coffee table, re-sell it on Amazon.com™, or use it as a doorstop. But he does 
not have the right to scan a chapter from that book and load it onto a course Web 
site. While the book becomes his physical property, it does not become his intel-
lectual property. Likewise, an e-mail or presentation that Student A forwards to 
Student B does not become the intellectual property of Student B, but remains that 
of Student A. An article retrieved from a database has its own copyright nuances. 
Technically speaking, libraries do not “own” the articles within subscription data-
bases. They are simply paying for access to them, which is similar to “renting” 
them for a period of time. (AlSaffar, 2006, p. 13) 
Separating ownership from copyright can be a difficult task. If students 
do not care about plagiarism, the nuances of copyright protection may seem 
even more obscure. Of course, there is a relationship between plagiarism and 
copyright. For U.S. academics, acknowledging the source of an idea is the 
basis of ethical use. Ethical use is built on a strict regimen of citation, one 
that generally effects or puts into action copyright law and practice. 
The distinction between use and ownership is further complicated because 
libraries have often replaced the outright purchase of magazines, journals, 
and similar article-length works with electronic subscriptions, something 
AlSaffar likened to renting. This can lead to various levels of access with 
confusing or disturbing results. Most researchers have probably experienced 
this when they discovered they could gather a list of articles but then could 
not access the full text of all articles on that list. This occurs because the 
library has only paid for full access to the database listing the articles and 
some of the articles listed, but not all of them. Individual libraries have vari-
ous services or strategies to help the user in such instances, ranging from 
using interlibrary loans to going online or asking a librarian for help. A user 
might even have to go to another library or purchase a copy outright. Serious 
researchers are likely to perform any actions or follow any advice needed to 
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recover the missing article, but students with less formal information use 
practices may not. 
Ultimately, scholars and educators may work hard to understand the rela-
tionships and distinctions between ownership, copyrights, accessibility, and 
plagiarism reviewed here. The non-academic user of information may see 
little reason to understand these distinctions and then put into practice means 
that ensure authors, creators, or owners are correctly cited and adequately 
compensated for their efforts. These means will be investigated more closely 
in the next section. 
Fair Use in the Library 
Students must understand that they can access information or even own spe-
cific copies of information, but in either case, fair use guidelines must actual-
ly guide and define acceptable copying and citation within an academic set-
ting to avoid both misuse and plagiarism. Here again, libraries often develop 
their own understanding and guidelines regarding fair use with the help of 
professional organizations like the ALA and their own interpretations of the 
law. Understandings arrived at in this way are often made available to users, 
frequently on Web sites or in handouts. As with copyrights, professionals in 
the same field might arrive at slightly different understandings about fair use, 
something that might confuse students if they go from one library to another. 
To clarify fair use for library users, graphic representations are also often 
created by libraries to recommend amounts of material that might be used 
when quoting or copying text, images, sound, music, film, or video. Here is a 
small text sample from a table in guidelines developed by the Stanford Uni-
versity Library regarding how much poetry that library believes might be 
copied in line with fair use. 
Up to 10% or 1,000 words, whichever is less, of a copyrighted text work. For ex-
ample, you may use an entire poem of less than 250 words but no more than three 
poems by one poet or five poems by different poets from the same anthology. 
(Stanford University Libraries and Academic Information Resources, 2010) 
In this Web site table, similar numeric amounts exist for music and lyrics, 
animation, video, film, photographs, databases, and data tables. Ultimately, 
although libraries work hard to make fair use easy to understand and deploy, 
students must use such materials to develop their own complex sense of re-
sponsible use regarding intellectual property, a sense that should arise from 
an understanding of the basic concept of fair use. If they can manage this, 
they should be capable of successfully deploying any material for educational 
purposes. But how likely is this considering the wider information environ-
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ment of most students? Richard Kaser (2000), the former executive director 
of the National Federation of Abstracting & Information Services, wrote the 
following: 
When the man on the street says “fair use,” he is speaking another language than 
the one we as publishers—and our lawyers—know. He’s speaking the same lan-
guage as the one you speak when you photocopy for a friend the interesting news-
paper article you read this morning. He’s speaking the same language that you 
speak when you loan the video tape you made of last Sunday’s game to a pal or 
spin off that new CD onto tape so you can listen to it in your car. He’s speaking 
the same language that you speak when you help your child write a term paper, in 
which you quote and cite various sources verbatim, without requesting permis-
sion. 
Though Kaser’s tone may be sarcastic and the media he lists are some-
what dated, his basic point is one many students may agree with, namely that 
fair use understandings rarely guide non-education information and media 
use. However, in an academic setting, university libraries generally develop 
clear recommendations on fair use. 
This is where students often run into problems when they copy material 
for assignments. Without condoning any such misuse it is possible to recog-
nize that students who copy informally in the way Kaser suggested may not 
always mean to steal information, break the law, or plagiarize. Everyday use 
may be quite legal, but in an academic setting, to use material without cita-
tion remains completely unethical. Even so, students may do it because the 
information is available to them and they can make the copies of it they like 
without incurring much cost. If they understand that it is not ethical, they 
often cannot explain exactly how or why it is wrong 
due to not having an adequate enough understanding of the topic (plagiarism) to 
detect it in concrete examples. Unintentional plagiarizing could very well be the 
result. (Hochstein et al., 2008, p. 63) 
To know exactly why such actions are wrong requires a fair amount of ef-
fort and knowledge. Even then, using information or media is no simple 
matter. Once books, sound recordings, films, television programs, and news-
papers were distinct as well as easily sold and consumed. Today, those media 
come together online, allowing a library or Internet user to copy and distrib-
ute a wide variety of information in a way that challenges traditional infor-
mation and media use. Students accustomed to a rich information environ-
ment, one they seemingly access for “free,” might well come to understand 
copying online digital information as just one way that they can use digital 
media. 
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Free Media 
Free information is an illusion. But it would take a far greater act of magic than I 
can conjure to take away this popular myth. (Kaser, 2000) 
Kaser went on to explain that the idea of free information persists even 
though people often pay to access the source of that information, that is, they 
will pay to access the Internet. Kaser’s point about free information is im-
portant. The idea of it has persisted for quite some time in the U.S. even as 
Kaser summarized how a large portion of information seen as free was actu-
ally paid for over the last century. 
Just as importantly, he indicated there was a willingness on the part of in-
formation users to pay for information, but generally speaking, only if it was 
not too expensive. Significantly, the company he mentions that successfully 
sold its documents charged a dollar, a price that has since become extremely 
important in the era of commercially available downloaded music, as seen in 
examples such as iTunes’ 99-cent price. What is so helpful in Kaser’s work is 
the idea that information free of cost, or information at a low cost seems to 
have incredible staying power in the process of consuming information. Fur-
thermore, the idea that consumers would resist prices they think are too high 
is also important, something the popular video rental company Netflix found 
when it raised prices in 2011, and in so doing, “lost 800,000 US subscribers” 
(“Netflix stock still hurt by price hike,” 2012, July 13). 
Raising prices beyond what consumers deem fair is seen as a serious 
problem for digital media companies. Indeed, the title of the aforementioned 
article highlights that the stock price of Netflix has not recovered from con-
sumer resistance to its attempt at a price increase. Just as importantly, where 
information is seen as free, as on the Internet, breaking away from that model 
can also be very difficult, a point explored again at the end of this article. 
From my students who assumed they could use Internet material as they 
saw fit, I have heard the following three basic rationales: 1) it is free, 2) they 
have paid for their access to it, or 3) it is technically possible. Among these 
reasons it is hard to find any concern about the confusing state of affairs 
between ownership, copyright, fair use, plagiarism, or even the basic idea 
that one can possess or own copies of information or media and still not own 
the rights to such material. 
This confusing state of affairs affects not just my students. It is widely 
recognized by many for whom copyright ownership is extremely important. 
It is a recognition that has led to changes in the music, film, and television 
industries, as well as in journalism, and now publishing—changes that might 
involve combating what is seen as copyright infringement and piracy with 
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punishment, education, pricing, or some combination of these three elements. 
According to Davis (2011), the preferred solution is education in line with 
successful pricing strategies. 
That emphasis on education over enforcement is not coincidental. Publishers have 
watched how the recording and movie industries have struggled with content pira-
cy and seem determined to follow a different track. While there are tools built on 
a litigation business model, many vendors are focused on the commercial oppor-
tunities that come from seeing copyright infringement as a sign of demand to be 
monetized. (p. 36) 
This is the trend in digital media and information today. Those who pro-
duce information in a variety of once-separate media are searching for ways 
to make pricing and selling of information and media appealing so that piracy 
or misuse no longer occurs. And for good reason, because as Comas-Forgas 
and Sureda-Negre (2010) stated: 
The Internet as a ‘source of sources’ or a ‘library of libraries’ is no longer a meta-
phor; the idea has become a reality that affects all fields based on information ex-
change, locating content and accessing and producing knowledge. (p. 228) 
In that library of libraries, the average library user or student is often con-
fused about the relationship between copying, plagiarism, and copyright 
ownership infringement. Part of the confusion arises from students’ familiari-
ty with that library of libraries in their private lives, and not through educa-
tional resources like the school or academic library. Another part of the prob-
lem is the ability to see copying, plagiarism, and copyright ownership 
infringement as distinct, something complicated by the fact that all three can 
easily collide in a single action. For example, a student used to the casual 
copying practices spawned by frequent Internet use may copy some infor-
mation into an assignment just as they might do with a text message, an e-
mail, a Facebook post, or some other action. Copying in this manner in an 
educational endeavor can easily lead to unintentional plagiarism, and worse, 
the frequency of such actions offers cover to those who deliberately plagia-
rize, because such plagiarizers often say, “Everyone is doing it,” something 
found by Selwyn in his 2008 study of British university students (p. 475). 
It is conceivable that students do not realize that practices from their pri-
vate use of information and media lead to unethical information use in an 
academic setting. Furthermore, acclimating those students to the complex, if 
essential, practices of education regarding plagiarism may not be a simple 
process, and this complicates the very definition of plagiarism. Plagiarism 
must be seen as a set of practices that exist in a narrow band of information 
use for many students. This is one of the reasons so much has been written on 
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the topic of plagiarism in the digital age. If plagiarism is part of the educa-
tional realm or “our house,” as Fish (2010) called it, then it becomes easier to 
see that teachers must teach students that the rules in “our house” are very 
different from the rules where they live. 
There is one final issue which must be addressed. If information and me-
dia consumption practices have developed wherein copying, copyright mis-
use, and plagiarism seem less important or even irrelevant, there are those 
who would go further. Some have actively resisted either paying for infor-
mation or media. In the words of a resister named Zac Shaw, 
Asking today’s music consumers to kindly start paying for recorded music again 
because it’s the ethical thing to do isn’t only unviable—it’s not the ethical thing to 
do anymore. Free Culture is an ethic, and I think I can speak for my generation 
when I say we believe it to be the high ground over the way the music industry 
used to be run. (“In defense of free music: A generational, ethical high road over 
the industry’s corruption and exploitation,” 2012, June 19) 
Among the reasons Shaw resists paying are “perpetual copyright and de-
struction of fair use and the public domain.” Shaw refers to “Free Culture,” 
which is also the name of a book by Lawrence Lessig (2004), and some 
would say, a movement. It is not necessary at this point to get into the merits 
of either Shaw’s or Lessig’s position, although Lessig in particular makes 
some persuasive arguments, whether or not one agrees with him. 
What is important to note is that the very existence of resisters or even a 
movement of resisters to the current state of affairs regarding copying, copy-
right, fair use, and the public domain makes even more complex the troubling 
problem of plagiarism in our information-rich environment. It is easy to im-
agine a student who does not care about the narrow ethical issue of plagia-
rism; now it is possible to imagine students who confront educators with the 
pronouncement that plagiarism is simply a means to control that which 
should be free in both a commercial and in a larger philosophical sense. Be-
cause of the free culture movement, students may believe that all information 
“wants to be free.” 
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